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Major William Williams of Fort Dodge, having been authorized by Governor 
James W. Grimes, responded to the 
invasion by a group of hostile Sioux at 
Spirit Lake in 1857.  There were three 
volunteer companies sent to combat or 
capture the Sioux, rescue the living, and 
bury the dead, but by the time they 
reached the area there were no Sioux 
found.   
 
 
 
 

There were about 100 volunteers in the 
Spirit Lake Relief Expedition.  This is the 
story of their return to Fort Dodge in the 
early spring of 1857.  The hardships they 
faced because of an early spring blizzard 
are documented in many historical 
publications.  

      Major William Williams 
 

 
 
History of Kossuth County Iowa (page 288) 
By Benjamin F. Reed 
 
The burial party left for Fort Dodge, April 4, at a time when all their 
provisions had been consumed.  The suffering they endured in reaching 
home hardly finds a parallel in any historic story pertaining to the hardships 
experienced by the early settlers.  They left the lakes when the weather was 
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Excerpt from History of Kossuth County Iowa 
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warm and the melting snows were filling the sloughs to overflowing.  
Through these the men had to wade and splash until there was hardly a dry 
thread in their clothing.  In the afternoon, the wind suddenly changing to the 
northwest, a cold, raging blizzard came upon them, freezing their clothing 
stiff and making their march extremely difficult.  Night coming on, they 
became bewildered.  Hands and feet were frozen and there was no chance to 
build a fire or get a mouthful to eat.  They tramped around in the flying 
snow storm to keep warm, for to sit down or to remain quiet would insure 
certain death from freezing.  Captain Johnson and W. E. Burkholder became 
separated from the others and were never seen alive again.  Eleven years 
afterwards, their bleaching bones, their guns and their powder flasks were 
found by William Shea on section 3-95-33 in Palo Alto County.  The entire 
command, except Johnson and Burkholder, managed to reach home alive, 
but several were badly frozen. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
These maps indicate where the bodies of Captain Johnson and William 
Burkholder were discovered 11 years later. 
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History of Palo Alto County Iowa 
By Dwight G. McCarty 
 
The following story refers to the volunteers of the Spirit Lake burial party.  
Robert McCormick was a Private with Company B and one of 25 sent to bury 
the dead at Spirit Lake. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

(Continued on Page 5) 
 
 

Excerpt from History of Palo Alto County Iowa 
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The “Irish Colony” was located on the banks of the Des Moines River near 
what is now Emmetsburg. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Irish Colony 
 

Spirit Lake 
 

Fort Dodge 
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From the Journal of the House of Representatives, 1858: 
 

During the past three years, 
my attention has been 
frequently called to the 
probability of a collision 
between the Indians and the 
settlers in the west and north-
western counties of the State.  
I have repeatedly addressed 
the President of the United 
States, the Secretary of War, 
and the Commissioner of 
Indian Affairs; warning them 
of the apprehended danger, 
and urging that immediate 
steps be taken to remove the 
Indians beyond our limits.  

Copies of my letters to the members in Congress from the State of Iowa, 
under date of 30th January, 1855, and to the President of the United 
States, under date of 3d December, 1855, I hereby transmit:  
 
Without any military organization in the State, and without any power to 
act, except in the event of an actual hostile invasion; residing remote from 
the scene of anticipated difficulty, and fearful that some exigency might 
arise that would require prompt and energetic action; In January, 1855, I 
requested Maj. Wm. Williams, of Fort Dodge, to assume a general charge of 
this subject, and authorized him as far as I had power to do so, to act in my 
behalf, in any contingency that might arise in connection with the Indians.  
 
In February last, lnk-pa-du-tah’s band of Sioux Indians made a hostile 
incursion into the State, and perpetrated most horrible atrocities in 
Dickinson County.  When intelligence of this event reached Fort Dodge, Maj. 
Williams at once enrolled three companies of men under Capt.’s. Richards 
and Duncomb, of Webster County, and Captain Johnson, of Hamilton 
County, and proceeded to the scene of difficulty.  These heroic men left 

  

From the Journal of the House of Representatives 
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their homes in the most inclement season of the year, and endured almost 
unheard of sufferings and privations; crossing swollen streams flooded with 
ice, and traversing uninhabited prairies in the most tempestuous weather, 
that they might save their fellow-creatures from a savage butchery, or 
rescue them from captivity worse than death.  
 
Two of their number, Capt. J. C. Johnson of Hamilton County, and William 
Burkholder, of Webster County, perished on the march.  Others returned 
frozen and maimed.  The expedition did not overtake the Indians; but they 
reached the scene of their barbarities, gave to the dead a Christian burial, 
and brought back with them, two children, the sole survivors of the 
slaughtered settlement.  
 
The men who thus gallantly and humanely periled their lives, have received 
no compensation for the time employed in the expedition, or for their outfit.  
The Federal Government is in equity bound for their compensation.  The 
Indian tribes are under its protection and control.  It has allotted to each 
tribe a scope of country for its exclusive occupation.  It has sold lands to 
settlers in this State, with the understanding that these tribes shall be 
confined to their respective limits, and that the possession of the land 
purchased shall never be disturbed by the Government, or those under its 
management.  If the savages break over their bounds and inflict injury 
upon others, the Government should respond to the parties injured, for the 
damages sustained, and for the expenses incurred in protecting themselves 
against a repetition of the injury.  To this end, I recommend that a 
memorial be addressed to the Congress of the United States.   
 
But many of the members of Maj. Williams’ command are unable to await 
the tardy action of Congress, and I therefore advise that the State assume 
the payment, and reserve the same from any appropriation that may be 
made.  
 
Accompanying this, will be found the report of Commissary General C. B. 
Richards, showing the amount expended on account of this expedition . . .  
 
I submit to the General Assembly, whether some public recognition of the 
noble gallantry and untimely death of Messrs. Johnson and Burkholder, is 
not alike due to their memory, and to the gratitude of the State.  
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I do not anticipate any further trouble from the Indians.  The rumors put 
afloat in regard to future difficulty can generally be traced to interested 
persons who seek by their circulation to accomplish some ulterior purpose.  
To be prepared for any such emergency, however, I have established a 
depot for arms and ammunition at Fort Dodge, and have procured a 
cannon, muskets and ammunition for another depot in Dickinson County. 
 
 
 
 
1858 House of Representatives Journal 
 
History of Palo Alto County Iowa 
 
History of Kossuth County Iowa 
 
Roster of the three Companies sent to Spirit Lake 
 
History of Iowa from the Earliest Times to the Beginning of the Twentieth 
Century 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.legis.iowa.gov/docs/publications/YHJL/855017.pdf
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